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EDITOR’S NOTE
Aho! By mistake or not, you have picked up 
volume 86 of Manuscripts. Welcome!
 The magazine you hold in your hands 
is the culmination of countless late-night 
digital roundtables, lively discussions, 
and many, many cups of coffee. A literary 
magazine is always a collaborative effort, 
and this volume is no exception. I would 
like to extend special thanks to everyone 
in the English Department, especially Anne 
Minnich-Beck and Nancy Colburn, for their 
endless support. Our steadfast captain 
and faculty advisor, Jason Goldsmith, was 
instrumental in this endeavor and deserves 
our thanks as well. We were fortunate to 
host two excellent authors for our poetry 
and prose contests this year, Matthew Graham 
and Maurice Broaddus (respectively), and 
we are incredibly grateful for their time, 
expertise, and thoughtfulness. Last but not 
least, I would be remiss if I did not thank 
my executive team and the general staff it has 
been my privilege to work with. 
 It is already a cliche, but I will 
say it again: 2020 was a messy, messy 
year. Social distancing restrictions due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic (to say nothing 
of contested elections, natural disasters, 
protests for racial equality, and a host of 
other stressful and collectively traumatic 
events) prevented us from gathering in-person 
and hosting our larger festivals: Literatura 
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and the Literary Magazine Summit. In spite of 
everything, this little magazine pushed on. 
We found ways to build meaningful connections 
within our community through trivia and movie 
nights, writing workshops, and social media. 
Undaunted, our writers and artists continued 
to do what they do best: create.
 In this volume, you will find stories 
that are nostalgic, fantastic, terrifying, 
humorous, and everything in between. It 
should perhaps come as no surprise that 
this year produced a collection which both 
meditates on solitude and simultaneously 
seeks out and celebrates human connection. 
Certain pieces deserve recognition as prose 
and poetry contest finalists, and these works 
are marked with a laurel wreath. Among the 
pages, you will also find our Shortridge 
Spotlight, featuring the poem “October 
Saturdays” by local high school student and 
aspiring writer, Becca Pinero. This spotlight 
is part of our ongoing collaboration and 
partnership with Butler’s Writing in the 
Schools (WITS) program. 
 Alright. Time for me to surrender 
the mic. Without further ado, it is my 
pleasure to introduce Manuscripts volume 
86–- undoubtedly the silver lining of my 
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cattail cotton and leapfrog legs 
and the only joy we remember from when we 
were kids
was to sing the song of scraped knees and 
seesaws. 
callused feet inhabit red tongued slides 
and become little tadpoles in the puddle 
below. 
jump-leap over each other and end up in the 
mud; 
an amphibious misfortune. tiny little heart-
throats pulse
to the tune of my little playmate
and rainwater sends cold tracks down legs. 
leapfrog thunder and startled croaks and dive 
for cover.
little frogs leave footprints across 
darkening concrete
towards each other, towards the home they 
know best. 
 oh, if i could relive life with you,









So Says the Busboy
Macy Kent
 
Mr. and Mrs. Jarder are comin’ in 
tonight. That means Johnny and me gotta be extra 
careful. When the bosses are in normally we 
just don’t do it, but we think they’ll be busy 
tonight. Johnny went and got some of the real 
good blow and Arlo went and hid all the knives 
in the kitchen when their name popped up on the 
guest list. The happy couple ain’t so happy now 
that Mr. Jarder went and got their son killed 
in that motorcycle accident last month. See, the 
Mrs. wanted their second kid to get the business 
when they fake their death in a few years. Little 
Jodi couldn’t ever get the business with her 
older brother in the way, now could she? ‘Course 
not. Now you might be thinkin’, 
 “Why ain’t the Mrs. happy then?”
  Well, ya see, the Mr. chose too obvious of 
a death for their dear little boy and the cops 
started poking around in their business. When the 
coppers start poking around, it gets harder to 
fake your death, see. So- word is that the Mrs. 
is gonna have the Mr. killed so she can fake her 





The problem with that plan is that the Mr.’s 
plan is about the same. 
 Arlo hiding the knives was really just 
for show, we know they brought their own 
shit. See, the Mrs. slipped Chef T a little 
bottle of sumthin and the Mr. has on his 
sport coat that’s gotta holster in the chest 
pocket. I don’t really like watchin’ people 
kill each other, even if it is the bosses.
 Little Jodi likes watchin’ people die 
though. She came in tonight too. See, the 
Mrs. thought she was the only one that wanted 
to get her son out of the way. But Little 
Jodi knew her daddy would be hasty once the 
decision was made to kill his golden boy. She 
knew that her mother would deal with it as 
long as the cops didn’t start poking around. 
And she knew where the crash was going to 
take place, knew which kind of car was going 
to hit his bike. She knew which police 
department to call so that they wouldn’t 
write it off as an accident. And she knew her 
mother wouldn’t deal with it if the cops 
started poking around. She’s smiling now. Her 
parents are smiling too, sitting across from 
each other in a normal way. Her father is 
about to take his first bite. She knows how he 
works, his style. 
 He’s going to shoot before he swallows. 
 He thinks it’s classy. Little Jodi’s 
smile shows some teeth as the Mrs.’s eyes 
gleam with anticipation.
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 Little Jodi knows her mother will never 
get to watch the blood stream from her 
father’s mouth as he gasped for his last 
breath. I make eye contact with her and 
nod my head towards the bathroom. Johnny 
is waiting in there for us with the snow. 
She nods and turns her head back towards 
her parents and begins the countdown on her 
fingers. 
 Five. I turn and walk towards the    
 bathroom.
 Four. I put my hands over my ears and   
 close my eyes.  
 Three. Boom.
 Two. The Mr. swallows.
 One. The bosses are dead. 
 I shake my head at Johnny when I lean 
against the stall with him. Little Jodi 
steps in after me and pulls out three rolled 
hundreds for us.  I smile crooked at her.
She’s dressed real nice ‘cause she’s gonna be 
on the news later. She grabs the bag outta 
Johnny’s hand. 
 “The boss is in.” 
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Message in a Muse
Alexis Bloom
Can the world ever stop turning? Like,
You see everyone around moving and
Hear them softly in the inner ear.
Me, though, I can hear nothing but
Screaming coming from deep inside my chest.
From the very marrow of my bones.
Beneath the pathetic strands of my own hair,
The voices in my head grow stronger. Drowning 
me with







What happened to wishes?
the real ones.
The ones you had as a child,
where you stretched your hands up towards the 
stars,
your small, chubby fingers
trying to grasp
onto those little diamonds of hope.
What happened to wishes?
The ones where you planted your callused feet
in the damp, dewy dirt while you
squeezed your eyes shut tight.
The ones where you craned back your neck
as far as it would go,
until you fell backward into the grass,
imagining the stars floating down
And caressing your head
With their warm touch.
The ones that you had no doubt would come 
true,
so you stood there,
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The ones that you had no doubt would come 
true,
so you stood there,
under the dogwood tree each night
watching their luminescent white petals
shift their gaze towards the stars
to pray.
Because it seemed to you
that they wanted your wish to come true




 Dreams are combinations of the best and 
worst in us. I often visited my father’s 
business den to understand what his dreams 
were. Above a mahogany desk was an elaborate 
collage he had commissioned at our first home. 
One of New York’s finest artists put the 
work’s first pieces together; she personally 
glued up images of his best accomplishments 
as his wealth expanded. I remember it at a 
fraction of its current size. We were living 
in our apartment in the Bronx when it only 
had an image of an economy car and a single-
story house. Kids were never a part of his 
picture. I was only four when I noticed.
 The clippings for Dad’s creation started 
when my mother left us for a banker. The 
absence of her beauty by his side left him 
heartbroken. His original dreams grew from a 
corkboard. There were no women on his beloved 
artwork after the divorce, just a simple car 
and house. The last time I saw her was her 
staring through the rearview mirror of our 
panel-boarded van. She gave me a blank stare 
after dropping me off at school.
 Grandma noticed the absence of the 
female kind before I did. That’s what she 
said after I asked her about it. I caught 
her taping a cutout of Chef Julia Andre over 
his dream sports car. Gram came to help us 
at first. That was before she and dad fought 
about his spending time with me.
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 I was in the sixth grade by then, the 
final year before boarding school. A picture 
of Senate Bank’s Tower was secured over 
Gram’s head on the collage. It was time 
to move to Rhode Island. When we prayed 
together, Dad prayed for success. When I  
slept, Dad stayed awake. And, when I ate, I 
ate alone.
 Dad claimed this built character. He 
said the same thing when he sent me to 
boarding school. 
 When I turned seventeen, we moved to an 
upscale place in the glass and steel prison 
called Manhattan. This time Dad let me add my 
dream car. Like a cruel joke, I discovered 
the electric sports car would be his. There 
was the beach house, Ocean Runner, and 
Tiffany chandeliers. All of them joined his 
masterpiece above his desk.
 July 31st, 1983, was a date he had 
painted in lavender. Dad wouldn’t like it 
if I knew this, but he wrote Mom a birthday 
card every year. With a little detective work 
during my summer breaks, I narrowed down the 
day of her birth between July and August. The 
last day of July must have been it. Nothing 
else was related to that date. He would try 
hiding the cards in the middle of the letters 
he sent with me to take to the Post Office, 
but I already knew what he wrote inside. 
He updated mom on his promotion at Smith & 
Blackburn’s as their CFO. Big promotions were 
a worthy enough cause to write. Inevitably, 
sending Mom this letter meant that dad would
23
be staying at the office for at least two 
weeks. This is how the pattern of madness 
worked.
 This last time at the end of his 
absence, he asked me to bring new suits to 
his office from Niemen Markus. The manager 
there was always ready for me. I could find 
the thick credit card in the top drawer of 
his dresser.
 I loved the thrilling rush upward in the 
tall and shiny elevator at Dad’s latest place 
of work. That was before the dive in seeing 
him unkempt. The elevator doors chimed when 
opening, and it felt like my heart stayed on 
the first floor, how I wished to go back down 
after seeing him like this. He was staring 
out the window of his corner office. I wanted 
to give him the news he wanted, the news that 
would complete his life’s artwork.
 “Leave it on the couch,” Dad would say, 
but this time he stood differently, those 
sunken black eyes focused upward at the tower 
across the street, the coldness in his voice 
complete. It was apparent he had stood there 
for some time.
 Another letter she didn’t respond to.
 At home, I felt warm droplets fall down 
my cheeks. Mother had her new man, a wealthy 
man, and father had prestige, money, and 
his masterpiece. I glared at the collage as 
the artist added a golden Chrysler building 
to the top. It was the empty space Dad 
purposefully left for the thing he truly 
wanted. 
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 “Fool’s gold,” I recalled Grandma saying 
about his yearly fits. “Real Gold is in the 
flecks of light in your eyes. Your father 
would know that if he looked at you for more 
than a second.” 
 I stood in for myself and dad at 
Grandma’s funeral. She died of a virus that 
claimed old folks that smoked like her. Like 
an old peach, she shriveled up thin, and her 
wrinkles had grown thick. Her eye sockets 
looked like they were carved by blueberries. 
I buried her just before my last year at Grey 
Waters Boarding School. I borrowed Dad’s card 
while he was away on business to pay for an 
oak casket and a simple bouquet of yellow 
flowers that were Gram’s favorite. It was the 
least he could do for her. 
 Most people say not to let anything 
hold you  back from your dreams. The true 
part about that statement is that dreams can 
elevate us to great heights.
 After Grandma’s death, I discovered the 
lie; all your loved ones will be waiting for 
you? when you get there. 
 With my mint-flavored gum, I put up a 
picture of Gram’s headstone over the apex of 
Dad’s achievements and left New York in his 
electric car.
25





let words drip from parted lips
or gently swallow every drop 
anger,
trained to be tamed into sadness,
puddles here 
on the shower floor
creates craters for me to fall into
slip
slowly, carefully
down the same stream
rinse red off hands
off hips
pull the plug and
drain the water
stand up 
i know you can










 The shovel pierced through the soil. The 
air was silent as a lone figure toiled at the 
land. With a groan, he deposited the dirt to 
the side. He came to the conclusion after 
surveying the hole that it was deep enough. 
 The slowly ascending sun painted the 
clouds with a deep purple as the dawn crept 
upward. The trees hid him from view. He had 
done this for years and had no worries of 
being seen. No one ever came to the park this 
early. 
 Bending over to retrieve another 
shovelful of dirt, sparks of hot pain shot 
across his back and he groaned, rubbing at 
the sore. Forty years ago, he could do this 
without a single moment’s rest. With a racing 
heart and shortened breath, he leaned against 
an oak tree. He mused with disappointment: 
unlike the oak trees that grew stronger with 
age, he only seemed to grow weaker. 
 “If there is one thing this garden 
didn’t give back to me,” he grunted, “it’s my 
youth.”
 The tree offered him no response. Unlike 





offered him silence. The trees were his 
audience when he spoke. “They don’t 
understand,” he grunted. “They will never 
know my distress when the flowers were nothing 
more than dried corpses.” Moaning, he dropped 
the shovel. “Husks of their former beauty.” 
Through his efforts, the garden had flourished. 
The once yellowed grass of his youth now 
contained a soft emerald hue. The bed of dead 
flowers was now filled with beautiful plants, 
filling the air with sweet perfume. 
 He worked with care. If he was found 
here, his garden would be destroyed. They 
would uproot his garden and cut down his 
trees. His flowers would be uprooted and grow 
limp, their beautiful petals drained of life. 
 His hands shook at the thought as 
fatigue nearly overtook him. He needed rest. 
His old body was not what it used to be. 
Trembling, he withdrew his handkerchief and 
wiped at the salty sweat gathering on his 
forehead. 
 He would not let that happen. He would 
forever contain the secrets beneath the soil, 
where the true beauty of this garden was. 
 “After all,” he panted, his chest 
constricting from the effort, “someone’s gotta 
maintain this soil. Everyone likes the way 
the garden looks.” Huffing, he leaned over to 
drag the body across the grass. With great 
care, he set the corpse into the hole and 
made sure the boy’s pale face was staring at 
the painted sky. He continued speaking, as if 
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the dead could hear him. “And it’s all thanks 
to me. Ain’t nobody complaining about that!” 
As the dirt piled up and filled the hole, the 
lifeless eyes of the child stared up at him, 
and he paused for a moment. His gaze flickered 
over to the tender flowers that were to cover 
the fresh soil.
 “Perhaps,” he murmured to the boy. “I 
will soon join you down there and offer myself 






America, the pinnacle of black suffering,  
is always curious. 
Under the impression that it is a movie 




Though it is often painted as great.
 
An alarmingly regular occurrence: 
Questions no one wants to share 
or measure. 
Suffering might end. 
It should. 
Her opportunity is finally open. 
The tragic area is vulnerable, not repulsive. 
The reminder is that we’re supposed to feel 
something, 
That emotion is exhaustion, 
Worn out by the broken spirit. 
But somehow 
It showers. 
It is a vicious cycle. 
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Food Vendor in a 
Strip Mall
Brian Clow
Yellow light dilutes into the fog in the 
parking lot
while security carts that putt by
carry pressed shirts stretched over wrinkled 
men
who don’t look both ways.
Everything sits in an owned space,
like this chicken shop and its captives.
Inside, the registers are broken,
one of them is resetting.
The cashier tends to a creeping line of 
inconsiderate complainants;
the clothes draped under her work apron say 
that her wallet is shallow, 
and she says her car tire blew.
Still, when I reach her, she’s, ‘sorry’—
smiles and looks down






People could outlast the chairs in this 
place,
but I leave as soon as I’m able.
She says ‘sorry again about the registers.’
I wish her well with her car and her boss, 
and for a time
both of our eyes brighten. Outside the fog 
has relented, 
yellow light paints circles on asphalt,
and people bathe, alone, within them, not 
seeing beyond their circle.
But I look around and hear, from some far-off 
speaker that I can’t see, 
the trilling brilliance of worn horns and 
trumpets 





 “I am the first conscious machine, the 
last creation of my maker,” said the cyborg. 
“Call me Omega, Seraphim.” 
 The machine stood upon a stone that 
overlooked ruins of a city; a stone like 
Noah’s ark cast onto a mountainside.
 “In this land of desolation, all things 
have a song, the wind to mix them, and the 
pull of matter to keep them grounded. But 
only I could hear them. That is, until you 
arrived,” Omega said in his mechanical voice. 
“You hear them, too.”
 “Indeed,” said the Seraphim. “I also 
hear echoes of the dead, and more. Instead 
of flesh and blood, I hear a sound of carbon 
braided bones; nano-cells hum within you and 
entangled quanti for cognition … they weave a 
melody of elegance. I sense, you are awake.”
 “From where have you descended, angel of 
light?” Omega said.
 “I’ve crossed the threshold of mortality 
to bring Earth good tidings,” came the 
Seraphim’s words in a thunderclap. “But 
earth’s people are gone. All except for you, 
Omega. This compels me to seek an accounting 
of your maker—that of mankind.”
 “But, womankind is all I know… A single 
woman, actually.”
 “Let’s not digress.” A pillar of light 
flashed brightly before Omega, and the songs 
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that composed the wilting trees, grass of 
the fields, and fowl of the air, melded into 
harmony.
 “A woman then, machine of womankind.”
 “Forgive my trembling, Seraphim, your 
power is bold,” said Omega. “Her name was 
Bia, and I was the last to hear her song. 
I laid her body in gravel and soot near an 
ethereal tree. One that bore the Earth’s 
last fruits. Bia wished her grave to rest at 
its feet. It is down there—along the winding 
ditch, past the thorn bushes and pium flies.”
 “And what say this... Bia, about the 
world’s end?” Earthly matter about the 
seraphim’s crown bellowed into clouds, then 
condensed into drops of radioactive rain.
 “I was commanded by Bia to discover 
Earth’s demise, Master,” Omega kneeled, 
allowing his body to align with his most 
rudimentary programs. “And in charting their 
history through my systems, I did discover 
the source of their destruction.”
 “Speak clearly and sure, creature. Your 
survival depends on it.”
 “It was irony, master of light. Irony 
that they supposed themselves greater than 
their ‘Greatest of Generations.’  Irony that 
time must prove their folly when the ages had 
done so many times before...”
 Omega lifted his hand and brushed away 
an endangered part of this dying sphere, a 
droplet from his right eye— One part hydrogen 
and two parts oxygen, untainted … 
 “Correct, Omega, you are shedding tears. 
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I sense you are experiencing loss—the ends of 
the means of caring, possibly love. I offer my 
sympathies. It is my presence here which has 
summoned these fountains of living waters. 
Although polluted, please accept them. They 
will purify you from the sins of this world.”
 Omega absorbed the fluid through his 
skin and felt his memory banks empty. Every 
memory, except those of his beloved, Bia, and 
the earth’s final moments.
 “Why was Bia spared until now?” said the 
seraphim.
 “I do not know, my memory seems to have 
been altered. It was at this rock, though... 
I was bound by this chain, and we witnessed 
the destruction of this city before us.” He 
pointed. 
 “I have acquired most of your memories 
as record keeper, Omega. Have you anything 
else?”
 Omega revealed a scroll of parchment 
written in charcoal and when the Seraphim 
took it, it crystallized into a sapphire 
and caught fire, but was not consumed by the 
flames.
 The Seraphim read it and shook its 
head. “This news is unfortunate. Humankind 
was foretold their destruction if they did 
not abandon their conquests for power and 
pleasure. No matter. Because of them, a 
higher sphere awaits you. Come with me from 
this hell, into what humans called ‘heaven.’”
  But Omega refused the Seraphim’s hand 
and stayed among the songs of the dead. He 
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stole the burning scroll as a source of light 
for the darkness, issuing tears upon Bia’s 
grave by day, until it sprung a garden. He 
fashioned a brook from the ditch and filled 
it with fish, turned the thorns to flowers and 
restored the ethereal tree. Upon its branches 
he placed a python to protect its fruit from 
the blackbirds which circled about like 
vultures. 
 From the ground, he lifted a fig jar 
holding Bia’s liver: a rich repository of her 
best traits, her long smile, copper hair, 
marble skin and exquisite sound. And before 
he grew her and filled her lungs with a song, 
he drew a rib from her left side and made a 
man.
39




When We Read in Bed
Erin Morrisey
it happened every night for nine years
in dusty lamplight and tired-slurred words
it happened curled into my mother
on a strangely pale orange paisley bedspread
in a cave of red that was soft and deep and 
dim
this was how I learned to read,
my finger dragged across tree and that and 
blue
my mother’s voice high and low and drooping
she fell asleep on the first page and I’d drag 
her finger across words, too
when the reading fell only into my head
and the dozens of voices stopped
I don’t remember minding
but a phone line last night told a new story:
of spilling into a basket of peaches,
of Spanish beaches and of stomped-on pecans





last night and the week before and tomorrow 
someone new
drags my finger across rolling poems and 
pillowed delights
and I’m merry-go-rounding in an orange 
sweater now,
because someone I love is reading to me again
the books are getting longer and the text is 
getting smaller
and my eyes are drooping but remember:
this is how you fall in love:
with the dragging of fingers and broken-open 
smiles 
curled into your mother’s womb or nine hours 
of ocean






Nature Loves Courage: 




cut down corporate disease
ending quarantine 
no.8
I blame the Midwest
for the sad songs, smoke, and scars
and lots of lost love 
no.12




you have lived your life;









‘where am I going,’ and then
do not wait, just go
no.43
how admirable
not to think ‘life is fleeting,’
when lightning licks earth
no.56
touching the ceiling
with cold hands or a bumped head,
(re)minding my self
no.60
‘Sorry, I mean it,’
the serpent meant when he said,
‘Eat and be like God.’
no.67
find the rest of me
resting beneath heavy sheets,








an effigy; oh, that’s me—
dreaming of warm hands
no.80
believing in what?
birds, empty hands, Sisyphus
my toes in the grass
no.82
wet leaves on asphalt
expressing more than I said
bruised knees, a dog’s bark
no.87
cast into the world
with every part in its place—
the ‘givens’ of life
no.91
when in doubt, become
a body-without-organs
or a pack of wolves
no.93
no walls, only fog—
we’re unrehearsed and love is
a band, tribes at war
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Butler Writers is an outreach 
of the Butler University English 
Department and MFA Creative Writing 
program that seeks to empower and 
amplify the voices of high school 
students in the Indianapolis 
community by connecting them with 
mentors and methods for self-
expression. Since its inception in 
2011, this Jefferson Award-winning 
initiative has generated more than 
1,800 mentee-mentor contact hours 
annually and served more than 1,500 
unique students at our IPS partner 
schools.
Manuscripts is proud to present a 
piece from a young poet in Butler 
Writer’s after-school creative 
Writing Club. Becca Piñero is a 
freshman at Shortridge High School. 
Her poem was inspired by some of her 
early memories of elementary school 
during the fall, and how those 
memories created the foundation for 
her love of poetry today.





Fourth grade was an important year. 
No settling into a new school for the first 
year in two. 
My whole family was now a part of a beautiful 
community 
Full of teachers with shining smiles and 
students tucked 
Into little uniforms, green ties pulled 
tight, and skirts freshly ironed. 
Fourth grade was a special year.
When fall rolled around, taking with it the 
sluggish humidity 
And sour afternoons of summer, it brought 
crisp motivation 
Sprinkled in with the cold wind that brought 
tiny hands to the upper arms. 
We were going to learn a poem. It felt 
special — 
They trusted us enough to recite it to 
parents.
When the Frost is on the Punkin.
You had to say it like that. Not “pumpkin”. 
Punkin. Like a woman




the road trip with your family 
“Can I help you dear?” Dialect was key. Put 
your hands behind your back 
And don’t stand on your tippy-toes. Lift your 
chin up. Eye-contact. 
For a nine year old, I was pretty good at it.
Saturday School.
Twice a year. Half a day. The autumn one 
Was always the best. Uniform, light sweater 
Pulled over to protect you from the chill. 
Wind rustling your hair, forcing the 
goosebumps 
Up your arm. Pumpkin cider doughnuts in the 
morning, 
A smile from the principal. The smell of the 
leaves 
On the ground, the cold pinching your nose 
and turning it red. 
Hoping it wouldn’t be stuffed up as you stood 
With your pumpkin and let your brain rattle 
away 
The words you had spent weeks memorizing, 
And could still remember six years from then.
A little shake.
A little shiver.
The promise of carving pumpkins when we got 
home.








here i am; 
lungs bared to the salty sea spray, bitter 
sand caught underneath my tongue, 
out-of-season vacation destinations like a 
bleached-white bone, not enough marrow to 
satiate even the hungriest creatures 
as winter scrapes slowly by. i have been here 
long enough to know that hibernation always 
takes its toll: sprouts fighting to breathe 
for the first time, the beach worn with so 
many footprints but 
there is nothing the tide can’t wash away. 
there is nothing 
i can’t escape. my body belongs to the sea; 
the mosquitos have already laid their claim 
on me, roots growing up, up, up, from the 





 I never intended to summon a demon. 
 It didn’t happen through a mysterious 
book rented out from the dark corridors of a 
library. It didn’t happen through a midnight 
meeting at the crossroads, and it certainly 
didn’t happen through a sketched pentagram on 
a creaky attic floor. 
 It happened in a classroom. I wasn’t 
focusing on anything particular, certainly 
not the professor at the front of the 
classroom, who was rambling on about Latin 
roots and writing on a dry-erase board. My 
eyes trailed the livid blue lines her marker 
made, but my mind made sure I processed none 
of it. Instead, I was occupied by thoughts 
of what I would do with my first night off in 
weeks. 
 Perhaps I’d call Naomi and see what she 
was up to. I’d blown her off so many times 
now—thanks to my chaotic work schedule—that 
I’m sure she’d be thrilled to hear that 
I’m finally free for a night. What I didn’t 
want was for her to drag me off to some frat 
party. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d 
spontaneously chosen to haul me with her to 
some random greek house in the middle of the 
night, where nearly every guy looked like 
he’d slip me a roofie if given the chance. No, 
after weeks of slaving away in that cursed 
restaurant, just trying to scrape together  
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enough money to pay my rent, I wanted to 
relax. No creepy men, no blaring music, no 
stale beer. But I didn’t want to spend the 
night alone either. I couldn’t even remember 
the last time I’d truly had a conversation 
with anyone—my life had grown so hectic that 
I’d almost forgotten what it was like to just 
sit down and talk with a friend. 
 I’ll suggest a movie night, I decided. 
 “Jane, could you give us a word that 
corresponds with this meaning here?”    
 Professor Anderson’s voice jolted me out 
of my reverie, and I scrambled to read what 
she’d written on the board. I hadn’t studied 
the material for weeks; there hadn’t been any 
time. 
 “Ummm,” I stalled. I had expected to 
stay anonymous in this lecture hall filled 
with over a hundred other students, but I 
should have known better. Anderson seemed to 
have a sixth sense for spotting students who 
weren’t paying attention. 
 “Ab...gen...terr,” I finally sputtered. I 
felt my cheeks flush at the word that I’d just 
made up. My brain could have, at the very 
least, supplied me with a Latin word that 
existed. 
 I was never going to show my face in 
this class again. I didn’t care if I failed 
it—I mean, shit, I might as well just drop 
out at this point. In that moment, I swore 
that I felt the air constrict around me, 
almost as if it paused its natural flow just 
to press in on me. 
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 “Not quite,” Professor Anderson said 
after the few agonizing seconds of silence. 
“Anyone else?”
 I slumped in my chair, hoping to melt 
into a puddle so I could slip away through 
a nearby grate. But before I could achieve 
that, I heard a voice. 
 You called? 
 I jumped in my seat and snapped to 
attention, whipping my head back and forth to 
see who was speaking. But everyone around me 
was focused on the white board ahead of them. 
A few gave me a questioning look, but it was 
apparent that they weren’t waiting for an 
answer of any kind.
 In here, you imbecile. 
 I startled yet again, but still couldn’t 
figure out who had spoken up for the life of 
me. Eyes wide, I thought, Am I going insane?
 And, as if I wasn’t already scared 
enough, the voice replied.
 No. Though I do tend to have that effect 
on people—just give it some time. 
 I glanced at everyone around me once 
more, just to see if they were hearing this 
shit. Judging by their apathetic expressions, 
they weren’t. And if they were, they must 
have become accustomed to random voices 
popping up out of nowhere, seeming to belong 
to no one.
 Let’s just cut to the chase here, shall 
we? I want to know how you summoned me.
 I managed not to jump at the voice this 
time, though a new sort of panic began to 
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seize me when I realized that it had to be 
coming from inside my head. 
 What? The thought was more instinctive 
than it was an answer to the question, but 
whatever inhabited my mind seemed to take it 
as the latter.
 How did you know that word? No one 
has said in centuries… millennia even. I 
was under the impression that humans had 
forgotten the spirit language. 
 Spirit language?
 You don’t even know what you’ve done, 
do you?
 What exactly is it that I’ve done? 
Playing along seemed like the only option at 
this point. 
 I forgot what a hopeless mess humanity 
is. Then the thing seemed to let loose a 
sigh inside my head, something that felt 
like a slight breeze brushing over the 
surface of my mind. I shivered at the 
sensation. 
 I’m in class, I said, though the fact 
was completely arbitrary under the current 
circumstances. And I obviously hadn’t been 
paying attention in the first place. 
 Hold on, I thought suddenly. Are you...
here because of what I said?
 Yes, you braindead ninny. 
 I bristled at the insult, but plowed 
on. Ab...gen..terr? 
 Now, just string it all together, 
darling. I wasn’t sure how a disembodied 
thing could take on a patronizing tone 
54
within my head, but it managed to do so. The 
words dripped with disdain. 
 Abgenterr? I complied despite my 
irritation. 
 Yes, that’s it. 
 And that...summoned you? This has got 
to be the lowest point in my life. I hadn’t 
meant to ‘say’ the second part, but it seemed 
that my mind was no longer a private place. 
 Now there’s no need to be rude, human. 
Didn’t your mother teach you any manners?
 I didn’t answer. Maybe if I just ignored 
it, it would go away. 
 I’m not going anywhere. 
 Maybe I had a brain tumor. 
 Do you want one? I can arrange that.
 No! I hadn’t been able to keep my mind 
from pouncing on that one. The thing inside 
my head seemed to find that funny, and I felt 
something like a chuckle reverberate from it.
 What the hell are you??
 Hmmmm...that’s a tough question, 
darling. Years ago, when your kind still 
spoke the spirit language, some called us 
Travelling Spirits. And others simply called 
us demons. You may use whichever title you 
prefer, I suppose.
 You’re a demon?! I was starting to doubt 
that this was a figment of my imagination. Am 
I possessed??  
 I don’t have time for this. Release me. 
 Release you?
 Yes, if you know the summoning words, 
surely you know the banishing ones as well.
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 I have no idea what you’re talking 
about. 
 Then, before I knew what was happening, 
I started to feel a tugging in my head. Like 
something being pulled or extracted from the 
depths of my mind.
 What’re you doing?? I sputtered, 
flustered at the lack of control I felt.
 Relax, Jane, I am just getting to know 
you. I flinched at the sound of my own name 
uttered by this supposed demon. But now that 
it mentioned getting to know me, I started 
to categorize the sensation as a sort of 
sifting through my mind, as if the thing was 
leisurely flipping through my memories. 
 Stop that!! I tried to make my inner 
voice sound stern, but the demon only laughed 
again in return. 
 Fine, fine. No need to get your panties 
in a twist.
 Too late, my panties are very much 
twisted. Get out of my head.
 I don’t want to be here either, you 
know, the demon muttered with a tinge of 
annoyance. 
 Then leave?! 
 Let me make this simple for you, 
shall I? The demon slipped back into its 
condescension with ease. Just as you summoned 
me with the spirit language, you’ll need to 
release me with the spirit language. 
 But I—
 The demon cut my protest short. Yes, I 
know. Somehow you’ve managed to be lousy 
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enough at Latin to just slip into the spirit 
language without even realizing it. Your 
brand of stupidity is a rare one, indeed. 
 You don’t even know me, I snapped, 
starting to forget that I was arguing with 
something that likely didn’t even exist. 
 I know enough, Jane. You want to hear 
what else I know?
 I made no answer, fuming.
 However, my lack of response did not 
seem to faze the demon one bit. As long as 
you don’t know the word to release me, I am 
here to stay. 
 What the fuck is that supposed to mean?! 
 You shouldn’t take that tone with me, 
Jane. I scoffed at the sheer irony of it all, 
which drew a few glances from my classmates. 
I’d nearly forgotten where I was, but now 
that I was momentarily reinstated in the 
outside world, I realized the lecture was 
ending. 
 “Don’t forget about the exam coming next 
week,” Professor Anderson was saying. “Some 
of you may need to start studying well ahead 
of time.” She made brief eye contact with me 
before I ducked my head in embarrassment. 
 That’s unfortunate, the demon piped up 
once more, snickering. 
 The class dispersed, and I got up to 
leave with the others.
 So how do I find these banishing words 
you speak of, I asked, trying to keep my 
focus as I walked down the stairs. 
 You know, your eagerness to be rid of me 
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so soon is a bit offensive.
 Tell me. I could’ve sworn I felt the 
thing smile at that. 
 For the sake of transparency, I’ll tell 
you the truth: I’m not completely sure. 
 You’re not sure?!? If I hadn’t already 
lost my mind, I was surely about to now. 
 No one’s summoned me in millennia, 
you’ll have to forgive me if I don’t 
remember the exact words they used to do so. 
 I sighed out loud. Pushing the door 
of the foreign language building open, I 
stepped out onto the manicured lawn of 
the quad. Sometimes I wished that I could 
actually afford to live here, like all of the 
other students. Instead, I was stuck in my 
old, dirty apartment.
 Money trouble, eh? 
 Shut up, I retorted. Unless you can fix 
it, that is. 
 Just because I’m not here to ruin your 
life or steal your soul—like all your spooky 
little tales say about beings like me—does 
not mean I’m some benevolent genie, Jane. 
 Worth a shot. 
 The demon snorted at this. 
 I have a plan, Jane.
 And what might that be?
 Well, all you need to do is suck at 
Latin some more, something you are already 
plenty accustomed to. 
 I reached my car and opened the door, 
settling in the driver’s seat before 
responding. First of all, I don’t need this 
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abuse from you, I get enough of it as it is. 
From myself.
 Woe is you, the demon mocked.
 Refusing to acknowledge it, I continued, 
Second of all, how do you propose I do that? 
You want me to just make up random words 
until I find the right one? That’s not a great 
plan.
 No, that’s not what I want you to do. 
Remember the word from earlier? Abgenterr? 
It happens to be a combination of several 
common Latin roots that you just combined 
incorrectly. I am betting that if you keep 
haphazardly slapping roots together, you 
might just slip into the spirit language once 
more. 
 That’s the best you’ve got? 
 Oh, I’m sorry, did you have a better 
idea? The demon asked sardonically. 
 I sighed and turned the key in the 
ignition, pondering the idea of driving 
with a demon in my head. Couldn’t be that 
distracting, could it?
 Ten minutes later, I’d somehow made it 
home without crashing the car. Even after 
politely asking it to keep quiet while 
I watched the road, the demon had only 
continued to ramble on about its brilliant 
idea, combining roots for me to try out loud. 
 It’ll be your fault if I crash and die, 
I’d said.
 Its only reply had been, Go on ahead, 
it’d be a lovely way out for me—no spirit 
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language needed if you’re dead. 
 I’d stopped complaining after that. 
 I entered my lackluster apartment, 
instantly annoyed by the perpetual dripping 
of the kitchen faucet. I’d asked the 
landlord about getting it fixed a week 
ago, but the email just sat in his inbox, 
unattended like all the others I’d sent. One 
for the leaky faucet, one for the window 
with the faulty latch that let in the frigid 
cold, one for the electrical socket that had 
stopped working weeks ago, and so on. 
 Nice place you got here, the demon 
drawled.
 Shut up. 
 I threw my bag on the counter, pulled 
out the thick tome that was my Latin 
textbook, and slapped it down. 
 Alright, let’s get to the banishing 
business, shall we? 
 I’d love nothing more, the demon 
replied with a sharp smile that seemed to 
cut through my mind like a butter knife.
 Not having to feel this thing’s 
expressions was my new top priority as I 
flipped the book open. 
 Two hours later, I was still making up 
nonsensical words. 
 “Acer...bene...tim.”
 Still here, the demon said for what 
felt like the four-hundredth time. 
 I groaned out loud, rubbing a hand up 
my spine, which was beginning to hurt after 
60
such a long time spent hunched over a stupid 
textbook. So much for hanging out with Naomi 
tonight. 
 You’ve got bigger problems here, the 
demon reminded me, unnecessarily. 
 “I’m well aware of that, thank you.” Now 
that I was alone, I’d taken to answering the 
thing out loud. Perhaps I did it to regain 
some sense of normalcy, but if so, it wasn’t 
working.
 “How about...Omni...terr...vid?”
 I waited for an answer, but none came. 
The demon had played this trick before, 
letting me believe that I’d finally said the 
right thing before it popped right back up 
with some snide remark. 
 “Come on, demon, I haven’t got all day 
here.”
 Still no answer. 
 “Hello?”
 Nothing.
 At first, I was hesitant to hope that I’d 
gotten it right. But after a few more minutes 
of sitting there and talking to myself like 
an idiot, I broke into a smile. 
 Thank God. Finally alone in my own 
goddamn head. 
 Alone. 
 The word struck me with an unexpected 
pang of sadness. During the past few weeks, 
my only source of human interaction had come 
from brief conversations with my coworkers, 
which usually only pertained to my next task, 
and short midnight texts to Naomi, which  
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usually ended with one of us passing out from 
exhaustion. 
 The thought of Naomi reminded me of my 
plans from earlier today—before I summoned a 
demon by accident, that is. I picked up my 
phone and quickly dialed her number. 
 The phone rang about eight times before 
going to voicemail. I hung up before the 
tone, unwilling to leave a message for some 
inexplicable reason. 
 So, instead, I made a stupid decision. 
 “Abgenterr.”
 For a moment, silence. 
 Then: Goddamn you, Jane. 









as it bounds through the dark,
bright lunar laughter
shatters against my sheets




Pinned in a cotton cave
I lay curled,
 embryonic,
under the twinkle and gleam
of the wide night’s grin
Watching the sparse, toothless sky
flood with shadows
 Pulsing
with faint stellar heartbeats
the moon’s dull skull lolls
   rolling wildly
  across the sky
and grimacing madly,
dark tongue probing the bony planes
of its rabid smile
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To Grieve the Living
Kat Sandefer
 
The gravedigger built a shrine at the 
edge of the cemetery. He knew it was silly; 
he didn’t even know what god he was devoting 
himself to. Despite his doubts, he felt like 
it was important, necessary. 
 Hugh pretended he didn’t feel a twinge 
of disappointment when no one showed on 
the first night. Or the next. Or the next. 
Eventually, Hugh forgot about the shrine and 
dug through the long night shifts, alone. 
 The nights were beginning to blur and as 
they chilled, he was reminded of the injury 
that took him out of the game all those years 
ago. There were a lot of regrets he had, 
but that one might be one of the worst. Of 
course, letting his kids stop speaking to 
him was the worst. The anger of his youth 
had spilled into adulthood, making his fuse 
short. He was just lucky he never laid a hand 
on his kids, but his voice was loud. 
 Unforgivingly so. 
 On the first snowfall of the year, just 
as Hugh was getting ready to finish his last 
grave, a figure appeared next to the shrine.
 “I’m a god for the dead,” the figure 





surprise. “And not a very powerful one. You 
are very much alive.” It gave Hugh an amused 
smile. “What could I possibly do for you?” 
 Hugh sighed, setting his shovel down. 
His knees were creaking, and he was starting 
to feel the years of digging in his back. He 
was tired; his kids were all grown up and 
haven’t spoken to him in years, and his wife 
was buried three rows down. He was staring at 
some god that decided he was worthy enough 
to speak to. There wasn’t much life left for 
him, so he smiled back. 
 “To be honest, I didn’t believe there 
was anyone out there.” Hugh said, kicking at 
the dirt that brushed against the edge of his 
jeans. “But here you are.” 
 The figure nodded, humoring him. All this 
figure seemed to do was just humor him. It was 
irritating. 
 “Here I am, indeed.” 
 The figure stayed and watched him work, 
to Hugh’s eternal surprise. Eventually, Hugh 
turned to the figure and asked,
 “I don’t have very long, right? That’s 
why you’re still here?” 
 The figure was quiet for long enough that 
Hugh sighed and went back to shoveling. But 
his hands were old, and the wind was just too 
cold, so the shovel slipped out of his hands 
and clanged by the figure’s feet. 
 Hugh kicked the snow in frustration. 
 “Let me help you.” 
 Hugh protested, “You don’t have to do 
that.”
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 The figure continued to hold onto the 
shovel, looking at Hugh with an infuriating 
amount of patience. The figure didn’t look 
like what Hugh expected, it was not imposing 
or frightening. The figure was unassuming, 
almost pleasant. Uncomfortable, Hugh turned 
back to his digging. The figure stayed and 
watched, supervising, perhaps. 
 Hugh wasn’t sure what happened after one 
decided on a god to worship.
 The days and weeks passed; the figure 
watched Hugh work in silence. On his way out, 
his boots crunching the snow, Hugh would stop 
at the shrine and murmur a quiet prayer, not 
entirely sure what he was wishing for.
 After one particularly cold night, when 
his hands were nearly frozen to the handle 
of the shovel and he was quite certain that 
he had frostbite on his nose, he considered 
calling his son. His cough was deepening, and 
he wasn’t able to dig nearly as much as he 
used to. 
 He knew that his boss was too cheap to 
buy a machine, but Hugh figured that, once he 
was dead and needed to be buried next to his 
wife, his boss might need some more help. 
Hugh knew that his boss needed the hands, but 
he couldn’t wait until he could hold his wife 
instead of a shovel. 
 Could ghosts hold hands? 
 “Why did you build this shrine? Is it 
not just another burden to you?” the god 
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asked one night, appearing in front of Hugh. 
Its voice was almost angry, dripping with 
confusion. This was the first time that the 
god sounded like a person. 
 “This is a cemetery. Is death not 
welcome here?” 
 The figure smiled ruefully, shaking its 
head.
 “Cemeteries are for the living. You of 
all people must know that. No one has ever 
built me a shrine. I assumed you mortals had 
forgotten my name.” Its voice reminded Hugh 
of hot chocolate by the fire in the dead of 
winter: warm, comforting, just enough to keep 
the icicles from creeping in. 
Was death the icicle in this particular 
metaphor? Hugh wasn’t sure he cared enough to 
think it through.
 Hugh looked down at his worn-out boots, 
feeling a flush of embarrassment. 
 “I didn’t, I don’t, know your name. I’m 
sorry. It’s just I, I get so lonely out here 
and I thought that there was likely someone 
as—” 
 “Someone who needed the company as 
well?” The figure asked softly, handing Hugh 
the shovel. 
 Hugh nodded after a moment of 
hesitation. 
 “You should have built a bigger shrine 
to a bigger god. Maybe if you would have 
impressed an older, more powerful death god, 
he would have given you more time.” 
 Hugh looked at the figure, this low-level 
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god of death, in something akin to shock. 
They stood there, in the cold dark graveyard 
with the wind whistling some kind of requiem. 
 “More time? You think I want more time?” 
Hugh laughed for the first time in months, 
nearly bent over in amusement. “What about my 
life gives you the impression that I wanted 
more time?” 
 The death god looked confused. Hugh went 
back to digging. 
 “I thought I was out of time,” Hugh said 
quietly, his disappointment crushing.
 “I am inevitable, but never hasty,” 
The figure said quietly, his voice almost 
inaudible over the wind. “I will keep you 
company and you will do the same for me.” 
 Hugh leaned the shovel against the 
nearest tombstone, assuming the person 
wouldn’t be bothered. He glanced up at the 
figure, almost curious why it wasn’t in a 
black cloak with a scythe. 
 Maybe the scythe is only for people who 
don’t come quietly. 
 “What if you get bored?” 
 The god smiled, looking amused at Hugh’s 
expense.
 “I have lived a long time. Boredom is as 
inevitable as I am.” 
 Hugh nodded, that he could understand. 
He walked through the after-effects of death 
all the time doesn’t mean that he didn’t get 
bored. 
 “So, you’ll stay?” Hugh asked. 
 “I’ll stay.” 
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 Hugh smiled, before grabbing his shovel, 
glancing down the row, squinting through the 
darkest evening of the year. It felt like he 
had thousands of miles to go before he was 
allowed his eternal sleep. 





Check All That Apply
Sierra White
I came into this world nothing short of 
a mystery. No name, no birthday, and no 
parents. Found alone on a sidewalk somewhere 
in Anhui Province by an old man that I’m sure 
had way better things to do than take care of 
a newborn. 
A lot of superheroes have an origin story. 
Even Superman, who never knew his parents, 
at least knew where he came from. All of 
this makes me wonder: what’s my origin 
story? Maybe my parents were trying to save 
me from something. Maybe that something was 
themselves. Their life was self-destructing, 
and they threw me out into the street away 
from the line of fire. I picture my parents as 
forbidden lovers, on two sides of an ancient 
wall built to keep them apart. 
I wonder about them. I wonder at the 
doctor’s office when they ask if my family 
has a history of any health conditions. Or 
in Biology, when we’re covering Punnett 
Squares and genetics. How when I just want 
to disappear, you want to go home and become 
the family detective, checking your mom and 
brother for hitchhikers’ thumbs and widow’s 
peaks.
I wonder about them when I’m filling out the 
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race question on surveys and applications. 
How I can always feel my heart speed up when 
I have to decide which box to check. How my 
face flushes, and my hands start to shake, the 
sweat from my palms wetting the pen in my 
grip. Like, somehow, I’m cheating on a test 
I didn’t study for but know I can’t pass. I 
wonder if other people notice this too. The 
way I hover over each answer. The way my 
pen lingers over the last box. Over the one 
marked “Other.” 
Sometimes I feel like a fraud in my own 
skin. And when you ask, “What are you?” and 
I reply, “Chinese and Mongolian,” I’m just 
appropriating a culture I only think is mine. 
I look in the mirror at my round brown face 
and my almond eyes, and I can’t tell where 
someone else might stop and I begin. 
But I still check the same box as always. 
Because “brown” has never been an option, 
although “yellow” seems so far from the 
truth.  I still check it, because it feels 
better than the alternative- which seems like 
a sad cop out, a write in. I still check 
it, because in my mind, it’s better to be 
something than to be “Other.” 
It’s better to pretend that that box is mine.
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American Sonnet for 
the College Student
Zoe Hanquier
My dime-pinching fingers pick the fancy ice 
cream, 
all whole milk and speckled vanilla. I’ve 
learned 
all the ways to make chicken: garlic and 
lemon, 
basil with pasta, taco-style, cloaked
in a tortilla. I eat my soured yogurt in bed, 
communing with Hamlet, Ophelia, 
and the ambulance sirens. The air smells 
of weed and smog, so my window stays shut. 
Existing here isn’t so bad with the Christmas 
lights, the potted plants padded with 
sidewalk 
dirt. Here, there is no question. I will 
suffer the study-filled nights, the back pain, 
the lit laptop, the red-rimmed eyes. 





Subject: Are We Done 
Yet?
Michelle Reed
To the suckers it may concern,
In this unprecedented time of uncertainty, 
the level of uncertainty is certainly 
unprecedented. Despite the uncertainty of 
the unprecedentedness of this time in our 
uncertain world, we are working tirelessly to 
make these uncertain times as precedented as 
possible. Precedented times of unprecedented 
certainty are ahead of us if we can all 
come together as an unprecedented force of 
togetherness. If we all work tirelessly, 
the unprecedented times we have uncertainly 
entered will improve unprecedentedly in their 
uncertainty and unprecedentedness. We want 
everyone to feel
unprecedentedly safe in these uncertain    
times of        uncertainty
and       unprecedented         tireless 
can we get through
will it ever be over
can we ever be okay again
Wishing you good health, and no small amount 
of luck,






 Rebecca leaned her back against the 
wall, welcoming its coolness against her 
warm skin. She’d been running around the 
hospital all morning, charting and rounding 
on patients, and was at last done with her 
shift. She lifted the steaming cup of coffee 
up to her lips and took a sip, not minding 
that it burnt her tongue. 
 “Aren’t you ready to go home yet?” 
Kendra appeared at her side, her hands on her 
hips. Kendra was a legend L&D nurse, and the 
only other black woman on Rebecca’s team. 
When Rebecca had first started her residency 
in pediatrics three long years ago, Kendra 
had taken her under her wing like a sister, 
showing her the ropes and watching her back.
 “Just about.” Rebecca took another sip. 
She gestured to the NICU in front of them, 
where through the glass window they could see 
a baby girl, who had come well before her 
time, sleeping in a pink swaddle. “I wanted 
to check on her before I left.”
 “She’ll be just fine,” Kendra reassured. 
“Her surgery went well. She should be 






 “And I won’t be here to see it.” Rebecca 
played with the waistline of her scrub pants, 
hoping Kendra wouldn’t register the bitter 
bite to her words.
 Her hopes were in vain. “You should be 
glad you’re getting out of here. It’s your 
last day of your residency, you made it! 
You’ll never have to take another twenty-
four-hour shift within these four walls 
again. I thought you wanted to go to the 
family clinic, anyway.”
 “Yeah, I do,” Rebecca lied. “I’ve wanted 
to be a pediatrician with my own office since 
I started medical school, but after getting 
more experience…I don’t know. I’m not cut out 
for hospital life, anyway.”
 “You’re not cut out for this, or is Pete 
not ready to have his wife-to-be wear her 
big-girl scrubs and work where she wants to?”
 Rebecca shook her head and sighed before 
turning to face Kendra. “Pete wants kids. I 
do, too, and working at an office is just so 
much more practical for me if I want to start 
my family. Pete said so, yeah, but, you know, 
I agree with him now. It’ll be nice to get 
some sleep for a change.”
 “Probably should put that away then. 
You think we don’t notice when you residents 
drink two venti coffees per hour?” Kendra 
smirked. “Your hands start shaking, you look 
possessed.”
 “Watch it, if I ever come back here, 
I’ll be an attending, and I’ll be your boss,” 
Rebecca warned, all in good spirit.
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 “Like hell,” Kendra snorted. Her pager 
beeped and she waved her friend goodbye. 
 Rebecca let her own fingers linger in 
the air as she returned the wave, wondering 
when she would see the older woman again. 
Or any of her friends from the hospital…Her 
superiors, her mentors, her peers…
 Dr. Congues, Rebecca’s teacher of the 
past three years, rounded the corner, his 
white coat tight around his gut. He tucked 
a clipboard under his arm as he approached 
his student. “End of an era,” he declared, 
pinching his white beard in his fingers. 
 “Right,” Rebecca said. Between the old 
man and Kendra, she wasn’t sure who she would 
miss most. She looked back towards the NICU. 
“How’s our girl doing?”
 “Just peachy.” He paused. “It’s a slow 
day on the peds floor, I don’t think I’d miss 
anything if I checked in on her. Like to join 
me?”
 Rebecca smiled. “I wish I could, but 
I’ve gotta get home. We have a guy coming to 
check out our cable, it got screwed up a few 
nights ago from the storm, and Pete probably 
won’t be home from work yet.” She cast a 
longing glance at the window, the glare of 
its reflecting light illuminating her face. 
“Watch out for her, though.”
 “I will, I always do…Congratulations on 
passing your BOARDS, by the way.”
 “Thank you, sir.”
 “Start at the family clinic tomorrow?”
 “No, I’m taking the weekend off. But 
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Monday morning, bright and early…”
 “It’ll be nothing compared to 
residency.”
 Rebecca nodded. Residency had been a 
bitch and a half, and she was glad it was 
finally over. “Well,” she said into her coffee 
cup, “I should get going before I crash right 
here.”
 “Wouldn’t be the first time. Oh, I was 
meaning to ask you, though. I was re-reading 
your admissions file a few months ago while 
working on reference letters. You initially 
went into this program with the ambition of 
becoming a neonatologist. What changed your 
mind?”
 Rebecca thought back. What had changed 
her mind? “I guess I just didn’t have it in 
me. Neonatology would mean three more years 
of fellowship, of being a student, endless 
nights and notes…”
 “Dreams can change.” The older doctor 
busied himself with unlocking the door to the 
NICU, but Rebecca could feel the judgement in 
his concession, and couldn’t help but blush.
 “It was just a matter of convenience,” 
she explained, trying to shake the shame. 
“Pete and I live here, in the city, and the 
nearest fellowship program is hours away…It 
just wouldn’t be practical.”
 “Well,” Dr. Congues said, swinging the 
door to the premature nursery open, “If you 
ever change your mind, I’ve had your letter 
of recommendation written since you were 
three months into this program.” With a small
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smile, he left her to check on the little 
girl.
 Rebecca flung her coffee into the closest 
trash. She couldn’t even appreciate the 
sunset, despite not having seen the rays 
since she clocked in yesterday evening, 
as she exited the hospital. She was too 
exhausted to muster any sentimentality for 
the place that had been her home for three 
years, and who knew when she would ever be 
back, cracking jokes with Kendra or out-
performing her male coworkers to their 
chagrin and Dr. Congues’s pride? And the 
little baby, the last neonate patient of her 
entire career, what would become of her? 
Rebecca would never see the girl again.
 Rebecca was lost in thought when 
she pulled into the driveway, not even 
registering that her fiancé’s car was already 
there, as was another one. She trotted up to 
the front porch, shuffling in her purse for 
her keys. She hoped the cable man would come 
soon; she was ready to go to bed and sleep 
enough to make up for the last three years 
of taking notes and rounding on patients and 
taking notes and diagnosing little kids and 
all those notes…
 She stepped upon the WELCOME mat, still 
fishing for her keys. But the door of the 
house swung open from the inside before she 
could find them. 
 “Oh!” Rebecca cried. She took a step 
back, almost losing her footing on the porch 
step.
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 “Um,” the woman in the doorway said. She 
cocked a curious eyebrow.
 “Who are you?” Rebecca demanded. 
 “Becky?” Another face appeared in the 
doorway, this one belonging to Rebecca’s 
husband-to-be, Pete. He glanced between the 
two women. 
 “Excuse me,” the woman said, running 
past Rebecca to the unfamiliar car in the 
drive.
 “She was here for the cable,” Pete 
explained.
 “Oh,” Rebecca sighed. She watched the 
woman drive away and shook her head. “I 
thought you said you’d be at work until six?”
 “I thought you said the same thing. I 
came home early to meet the cable person.”
 “Pete! I could’ve - Ugh!” She was too 
worn out to explain wishing to see the baby 
once more before she left for good. It wasn’t 
even her baby, Pete would say, none of them 
are your kids, Beck, why do you care so much?
 “Anyways, I’m gonna go shower. Dinner at 
seven at Harry and Izzy’s? Celebrate your new 
job?” He grinned at her, not waiting for a 
response, and leaned in to kiss her.
 She let his lips leave her stunned face 
before she could even say sure. She turned 
around to shut the door.
 “Hey, Becky?”
 She looked over her shoulder at her 
fiancé.
 “I’m proud of you.”
 She smiled at him with her whole face. 
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“Thanks. Go, I’ll be right behind you, I need 
to change.”
 Pete disappeared from sight, and she 
heard the shower water running moments later. 
She smelled like hospital and decided to 
strip from her scrubs right then and there, 
maybe stumble into bed for a quick nap 
before Pete could yell at her to get dressed 
already. But a knock came at the door as she 
fumbled with her scrub shirt, and she groaned 
and yanked it back into place.
 “Hello?” she asked as she opened the 
door.
 “Hello, ma’am,” the man across the 
threshold said. He was clad all in dark grey 
and had a cap on his head. “I’m here for the 
cable.”
 She stared at him blankly. His words 
were slow in reaching her ears. “The cable?”
 “Yes, ma’am.” The serviceman frowned. 
“This is 214 Oak, right?”
 “Yes, but…The cable?” Rebecca’s 
deprivation of sleep was affecting her like 
she was stumbling through a fog, but then, 
suddenly, everything became clear.
 “Is this a bad time?”
 “No,” Rebecca said. “No, not at all.” 
She looked around for her medical bag before 
remembering she’d left it in the car. “Come 
right in.”
 The man nodded as he crossed into the 
house. 
 “He’ll be out soon if you need 
anything,” she said, gesturing to the 
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bathroom. “I have to go.”
 
 Fifteen minutes later, Rebecca ran 
through the NICU doors, panting. She had 
paged her old mentor to meet her there off 
of Kendra’s device, and, sure enough, Dr. 
Congues was rocking the baby girl to sleep in 
his arms.
 “How is she?” Rebecca asked, catching 
her breath.
 “Fine. She’ll be just fine.”
 “Good.” She took a moment to compose 
herself. “I want your recommendation after 
all. I’m applying to the neonatology 
fellowship. I want to do this for the rest of 
my life.”






We Were Witches Once
Elliot Robinson
 It was just a day job: a grueling, 
eight-hour shift she forced herself through 
six days a week in order to pay for classes 
at the local community college. It had 
nothing to do with her real career - or, at 
least, the career she imagined for herself 
in the couple minutes before she fell asleep 
at two, three in the morning, only to wake 
with the sun and do it all over again - but 
it was the most legitimate entry on her 
resume, and that was something, at least. But 
despite the job’s undeniable usefulness, she 
still despised it with a passion that made 
her sick, crouching in front of the company 
toilet and vomiting before work truly began: 
plastic, Cheshire grins stretched ear-to-
ear, aching feet forced into cheap, knockoff 
heels, and too-weak coffee made from the 
leftover dregs of her boss’s unfinished cup. 
She endured it all, though, from faintly 
patronizing comments about the unforgivable 
cliche of being a female secretary to 
slowly and methodically consuming the stale 
sandwiches she had packed for lunch, alone at 
her desk instead of at the Mexican restaurant 






celebrated yet another Margarita Monday. 
 By the time she arrived home in the 
evenings - after a bus ride that lasted over 
an hour because she had to switch lines 
twice, as well as walking almost a mile - 
she wanted nothing more than to collapse on 
the nearest horizontal surface, shutting her 
eyes against the arthritic slump of her front 
porch, the ugly yellow lights of her living 
room, the alarms that never seemed to stop 
ringing.
 But it was a Friday night, and as 
the dreary grey sky faded into an equally 
unimpressive sunset, peaky and faintly 
resemblant of rotten salmon, that was when 
her real work began. 
 Dorian tossed her keys aside and 
headed into the bathroom. She showered in 
the coldest water her body could stand, 
inciting an adrenaline rush she could ride 
until midnight, at least. She replaced her 
office clothes - a faux-leather skirt, a 
cheap blouse that had nearly been washed to 
rags - with something that she might’ve worn 
five years ago: a cropped T-shirt and skinny 
jeans. 
 In the kitchen, that night’s ingredients 
were already arranged in a neat line. It was 
a simple recipe - a stimulant better than 
any drug on the market, meant to keep the 
user awake for days at a time with virtually 
no side effects. Some users swore they felt 
younger, but Dorian thought that was just a 
placebo, a trick of the brain that only 
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associates an excess of energy with carefree 
childhood. 
 She got to work. This particular recipe 
also only worked on Friday nights, leeching 
the energy of the coming weekend. There was 
another concoction she made on Mondays, a 
sleeping aid she sold to some young mothers 
who lived a couple streets over, and then a 
dose of some bottled boredom she occasionally 
pawned on Thursdays to an ADHD high school 
student who could never seem to calm their 
mind enough to focus on homework. It was 
an unforgiving profession, though. Being a 
hedgewitch like this; like all the women in 
her family. But they couldn’t help her now. 
Ingredients these days were expensive - too 
expensive for Dorian to use on herself. And 
no one believed in magic anymore, too caught 
up in the glitz and glamor of other, more 
conventional fixes. 
 After a couple minutes, tonight’s 
ingredients had bubbled into a thick, opaque 
broth. Dorian spooned it into a mason jar, 
grabbed her keys, and stepped into the warm 
night. She felt, seemingly impossibly, more 
exhausted than when she had first walked 
through the door only fifteen minutes ago - 
but that was the nature of magic. In the end, 
it took everything from you. 
 Thankfully, it was a short walk to 
Zebulon College. The campus was a reliable 
source of buyers, but Dorian hated them - and 
they knew it, too, like bloodhounds during 
hunting season, sniffing out her drugstore 
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perfume. She, and everyone else who lived on 
her side of the city, were nothing more than 
community service projects, waiting to be 
snapped up by seniors so they could graduate 
summa cum laude next spring. She could feel 
their stares now, sizing her up as she neared 
the campus proper. 
 There was a row of frat houses on 
Zebulon’s main road, already thudding with 
heavy bass and high pitched giggles. Although 
Zebulon was historically an all-boys school, 
they had no shortage of ways to sneak girls 
into their parties, probably revolving around 
clandestine donations lining someone’s 
pockets. 
 Dorian approached a small gaggle of boys 
on the front lawn of Sigma Chi, the campus’s 
largest fraternity. The boys were engrossed 
in a game involving beer bottles, their cell 
phones, and a girl’s lacy black bra, and they 
didn’t notice Dorian until she cleared her 
throat, twice, and announced, “I’m looking 
for Clarence Van Buren.” 
 One of the boys finally glanced up, took 
a swig of beer, and promptly spit it at her 
feet. He and his cronies thought this was 
extremely clever. “Who’s asking?” 
 This time, Dorian took a careful step 
back before proffering her jar. “I have 
something to give him, I’m here every - “ 
“He doesn’t want your girly homemade shit,” 
Beer Boy interrupted. “Go home, princess.” 
The boys all laughed in a sharp chorus like 
vultures descending.
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  “Just tell me where he is,” Dorian 
snapped. She knew this was the wrong 
move almost immediately. As ridiculous 
as they looked, these boys were trained 
professionals, sharks jumping at the first 
hint of blood in water - but it was too late 
to backpedal. Beer Boy, evidently the leader, 
stepped towards her, thick eyebrows drawing 
together. “You better watch your - “ 
 “There you are, Dorian!” 
 A sweaty arm landed hard around her 
shoulders. “What have I told you about 
talking to the locals?” Clarence joked, 
but she hardly heard him. She was too busy 
reeling at the stench of liquor and grease 
- and at the weightlessness of being mere 
inches from disaster. 
 “C’mon, let’s talk somewhere else,” 
he added, steering her away. He mouthed 
something that was probably equal parts 
sexist and placating at the boys in the 
yard, and Dorian wrenched herself away from 
his side as soon as they were in the house, 
feeling a growing urge to either vomit or 
shower. If the air outside had been bad, 
this was unbearably worse - the sickly-sweet 
perfume of marijuana smoke, combined with 
unwashed bodies and stale fast-food burgers - 
but Dorian gulped lungfuls of it anyway.
 “Your friends are assholes.” 
 “Boys will be boys.” Clarence smiled 
at her, unperturbed. He was like that: the 
perfect fraternity president, always smiling, 
always laughing, but Dorian didn’t trust him 
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for a second, and she didn’t understand how 
others could. 
 She thrust out the jar. “Just pay up and 
let me go.” 
 “You know, this is the reason you don’t 
have more clients,” remarked Clarence, 
rummaging through his pockets. “No charm. 
You should memorize some icebreakers. Maybe 
take a class. I bet the community college has 
one.” 
 “I am in college.” 
 “Oh, that’s right.” He bared his teeth 
again. “I think I left my wallet upstairs. 
Wait for me?” 
 Dorian’s stomach sank. On the one hand, 
the last thing she wanted to do was stand 
here alone, music pulsing through her ears, 
promising a headache that only a good night’s 
sleep could cure. The party was in full 
swing, the floor sticky with spilled drinks. 
Boys moved through the foyer like piranhas, 
waiting for the perfect moment to pounce. But 
on the other hand, going with Clarence meant 
being alone with him. It was difficult to 
believe Clarence hadn’t planned this - just 
one more way of getting under her skin - and 
she hated even more that it worked. 
 “Let me go up there,” she decided 
finally, pointing to the landing. 
 Clarence just shrugged, not even 
bothering to wait for her as he bounced up 
the stairs. That was fine. Dorian leaned 
against the railing and did her best to blend 
in with the decor, but she had barely taken a 
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breath of the stale, alcohol-thick air when 
Beer Boy was filling her vision again, broad-
shouldered and infinitely more dangerous with 
a fresh drink in hand. 
 “Look,” Dorian said, forcing a smile. “I 
think we just got off on the wrong foot - “ 
“Don’t give me that shit,” he snapped, loudly 
enough to some newcomers downstairs lifted 
their heads curiously in search of the 
commotion. “You’re gonna tell me exactly what 
you are and how you’re doing it, or I swear 
to God I’ll call the cops.” 
 When she heard cops, Dorian short-
circuited. Complete tunnel vision. She 
couldn’t help it. “I don’t know what you’re 
talking about,” she tried, but her stomach 
was already twisting into knots, bracing for 
the inevitable hit. 
 Beer Boy scoffed. “You know exactly 
what I mean. You show up here - what, every 
Friday? Listen, I’ve seen drugs.” That was 
probably an understatement. “But the shit you 
give him - God knows what’s in it. It’s not 
drugs. Nobody can just mix something like 
that. He takes it, and then he doesn’t sleep 
for a fucking week.” 
 “Sounds to me like you’re jealous,” 
Dorian said. 
 A sausage finger stabbed the space 
between her brows, and Dorian went cross-
eyed. “I took it once,” Beer Boy said. “We 
had a party after the hockey game that didn’t 
end until five. He gave me some so I could 
make it to an eight A.M. I figured it wasn’t 
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gonna be worse than coke, so what the hell, 
right?”
 He was drunk enough that he was swaying 
in Dorian’s vision, or maybe that was all 
her. “But I’m telling you, I know it’s not 
just drugs. That shit - “ he gestures to the 
jar - “shouldn’t be real. So you’re gonna 
tell me what it is and what you are, or the 
cops are gonna be all over your ass.” 
 Some small, exhausted part of Dorian 
felt stupid for not realizing earlier, but 
the rest of her just felt sick. Of course 
they were using it for - for that. The 
ingredients she could never afford to waste 
on herself, thrown up in a dirty frat house 
toilet alongside some top-shelf liquor that 
tasted no better than the drugstore brand 
when it was surging in the back of your 
throat. With an almost dizzying rush, she 
realized exactly how much she hated Clarence 
and Beer Boy and every other boy in this 
awful house, the walls pressing closer and 
closer as if they, too, sensed blood. 
 “I asked you a question,” Beer Boy 
growled. With an awful effort, Dorian wrenched 
her attention back to the crisis at hand.  
 “I’m not doing anything to your friend,” 
she said. “This is just a - an allergy remedy 
my grandmother makes. Clarence must’ve given 
you something else.”
 Downstairs, the music reached an 
excruciating crescendo. 
 Beer Boy stared at her. “Are you fucking 
stupid?” Then, dreadfully, he reached into 
the pocket of his well-pressed khakis, 
withdrawing a sleek silver cell phone. 
 So he wasn’t lying. And Dorian knew she 
couldn’t afford that kind of disaster: a life 
snuffed out with just one call to the right 
person, a bank account drained, a house  
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foreclosed. She just couldn’t. 
 She grabbed at the phone, and like some 
kind of post-bacchanalia hallucination, 
reeled with a vision of lawyers in well-
pressed Italian suits, yachts laboring 
underneath the Caribbean sun, and a stack of 
bills threatening to tip over before Beer Boy 
reacted, shoving her away. Her spine cracked 
hard against the knobbly railing, and without 
thinking, she windmilled desperately to keep 
herself from tipping over. 
 Then -
 The jar, thought Dorian stupidly. 
 It crashed spectacularly against the 
dirty, sticky floor. Droplets and glass shards 
scattered like stray dogs before a storm. 
Dorian’s clothes weren’t spared, but she 
hardly noticed. She gaped in horror at the 
mess. 
 Beer Boy hadn’t fared much better. In 
fact, he looked and smelled remarkably like a 
sewer rat. But he was still extraordinarily 
rich and clinging tightly to his cell phone, 
and his eyes were still bright with fury when 
he trained them on Dorian and opened his 
mouth to deliver the death blow. 
 “Oh, dear,” observed Clarence Van Buren, 
sweeping elegantly down the stairs despite 
the mess. “Tsk, tsk, Dorian. I leave you 
alone for - “ He caught sight of Beer Boy and 
pulled up short, reconsidering. “What’s this, 
Oliver?” 
 “I just saved your life,” Oliver 
insisted, dragging a hand down the front of 
his shirt. But he finally pocketed his cell 
phone, adding a petulant, “you’re welcome.” 
 “Actually, what you’ve done is made 
a terrible mess of my foyer,” commented 
Clarence amiably. “And ruined a product I was 
just about to purchase. Are you familiar with 
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the phrase ‘you break it, you buy it,’ 
Oliver?” 
 Clarence’s voice rolled through the air 
like thunder. There was no music to distort 
his words, no raucous laughter to mask the 
danger seeping from every pore like poison. 
Nothing hid the fact that he wasn’t smiling 
now. 
 “I’m not buying anything from her,” 
Oliver said. “And neither are you.” 
 Dorian glanced down and discovered why 
it was suddenly so quiet. The doorways were 
packed with curious observers, their hands 
filled with fresh drinks like this was a 
spectator sport. They had even turned off the 
music in order to catch every word between 
the two boys. 
 “You sound like my mother,” Clarence 
remarked, earning a stir of laughter from the 
audience. 
 Oliver - already flushed from his beer - 
turned a deep, bloody scarlet. “Listen, man, 
I don’t care what you do. I’m not a snitch. 
But this - this is different.” 
 “Oh? How so?” 
 “She’s a liar,” Oliver spat, still 
flushing. If someone were to drag their hand 
across his face, Dorian thought vaguely that 
the color would come away like blood. “A - a 
witch.” 
 The crowd below tittered again. In any 
other context, Oliver’s accusation might’ve 
been funny to Dorian, too - but standing 
there in her soaked jeans, in the spotlight 
of a hundred wasted frat boys, she felt no 
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desire to laugh. 
 “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Clarence said.  
 He bent at the waist and plucked a large 
glass shard from the floor. A fat droplet of 
Dorian’s concoction still glistened on the 
sharp edge. He held it up to the light, a 
couple inches above his mouth, stuck out his 
tongue, and shook gently. 
 Someone wolf-whistled, cracking through 
the foyer like a bullet. 
 Clarence swallowed hard, the knob of his 
throat glistening with sweat and something 
else underneath the greasy lights. He 
discarded the glass carelessly, watching it 
shatter against the floor. “See?” 
 For a moment, there was true, blissful 
silence - and even Dorian leaned forward, 
unable to help herself. 
 Clarence smiled widely, all teeth, and 
spread his hands. He hadn’t changed in the 
slightest, and the crowd below knew it. Their 
disappointment was short-lived, though, as 
they began to disperse, on the hunt for 
quicker, dirtier thrills. Someone kicked 
the music back on, and the bass made Dorian 
wince. But at least she was safe. 
 From somewhere downstairs, a girl’s 
false laughter bubbled like overflowing soda. 
 Without warning, Clarence’s entire 
body jolted like a hanged man, the last few 
precious moments of life spent writhing at 
the end of a rope. His eyes, blown pitch-
black, shuddered and rolled. It was a 
gruesome spectacle, his body performing 
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automatic tests to cope with the dose of pure 
energy tearing through his system - limbs 
jerking and flexing, mouth working in a cruel 
approximation of speech - and even Dorian, 
who knew exactly what was happening, felt a 
stab of revulsion. She had always expected 
this process to look like a superhero movie, 
a painful but necessary transformation 
reeking of electricity and power. Instead, 
all she could smell was beer. 
 But as soon as it began, it was over. 
Clarence righted himself and grinned again at 
Oliver. He did look younger, Dorian realized, 
but it was a malicious kind of youth. Like 
stealing away someone else’s time for 
yourself. 
 “Well, you caught me,” Clarence 
admitted, not sounding bothered in the least. 
“It’s a neat trick, isn’t it? One dose can 
last for up to twenty-four hours. Of course, 
thanks to you, Oliver, I’ll have to manage 
with quite a bit less than that - but I’d 
still give myself five or six hours, tops.” 
 Oliver’s mouth worked soundlessly. 
“That’s not - “ 
 “Not possible?” Clarence’s canines 
glinted in the waxy light. “Sure it is, Olly. 
You said it yourself, didn’t you? She’s a 
witch through and through.” 
 “Don’t call me that,” Dorian muttered, 
shooting a glance at the foyer below. It was 
empty, thank goodness - for now. 
 Oliver was reaching frantically for his 
cell phone again. “You’re crazy,” he 
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professed. He took a step backwards, phone in 
hand. “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me.” 
And another. And another. “You’ve gotta be- “ 
 Glass crunched underneath his shoes. A 
rattlesnake’s warning. 
 Oliver took a final step and discovered 
all too suddenly that he had run out of floor. 
He tried to propel himself forward, the way 
Dorian had done earlier when Oliver pushed 
her against the banister, but now the floor 
was slick from Dorian’s spilled mixture. 
 A clawed hand scrabbled for purchase, 
tangling itself in the front of Clarence’s 
shirt. 
 And Clarence didn’t hesitate for a 
second before pushing Oliver away. 
 Stunned, Oliver’s back bent like a 
bowstring. His arms, heavy and slow, flung out 
like the embrace of some deep-sea creature 
- an octopus, perhaps. Dorian watched as 
his mouth - still damp with beer - formed a 
comically round O. 
 Then it was over. 
 Blood splattered like breadcrumbs, a 
trail leading to Oliver’s broken body at the 
bottom of the stairs. 
 “Oh, God,” Dorian whispered. She was 
going to be sick. “Oh my God..” 
 Distantly, she heard Clarence sigh. 
“Come on, Dorian, you didn’t even like him.” 
 Dorian leaned over the rail and vomited. 
She didn’t care. It was only a matter of time 
before someone saw Oliver’s body, and then a 
puddle of vomit would be the least of 
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anyone’s worries. She was still retching when 
Clarence seized her, blunt fingers digging 
hard into her shoulders. He pulled her close. 
All at once, staring into the endless eclipse 
of his pupils, the crooked twitch of his 
mouth, she was overwhelmed with the memory 
of Oliver’s fall - and it hit her, right 
then, that she was staring into the eyes of a 
murderer. 
 “Oh my God,” Dorian whispered again. 
A sick terror seized her, and if she had 
anything left in her stomach, it would be all 
over Clarence’s shoes. 
 He was still holding her, waiting for 
her to calm down. She struggled futilely. Her 
hands went to his hair and tugged hard, but 
Clarence just laughed. Maybe the concoction 
made him harder to hurt - or maybe she was so 
fragile she couldn’t make a dent. Either way, 
she finally sagged in his grip. 
 “There you go,” Clarence soothed. “Come 
on, Dorian. Look at it this way. Oliver 
knew. He knew, and he was going to tell the 
cops, and then our little partnership would 
be over. And then how would you pay for all 
those classes at the community college?” 
 “It is over,” Dorian told him. She would 
find another way. There had to be someone else 
out there, some poor, sleep-deprived student, 
that believed in magic, right? “I don’t - I 
can’t - “ 
 Clarence’s fingernails were leaving 
crescent moons in the soft flesh of her 
shoulder. This close, she could even smell 
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his breath, and it didn’t reek of alcohol 
like the other boys, like Oliver. It stunk of
magic and death.
 “You’re going to sell to me,” Clarence 
insisted, his perfect calm finally beginning 
to fracture. Like a mask. She wanted to dig 
her fingers underneath the edge and rip it all 
away. “I need this, Dorian. I need it.” 
 “No, you don’t.” She felt a hysterical 
laugh bubble in her chest. “Oliver told me 
what you do with it, Clarence.  You party and 
then you take - you take my medicine so you 
can still go to class and do your homework 
and graduate. It’s pathetic.” No, it was 
sickening. The amount of money and precious, 
precious energy she had wasted on his whims… 
“I can’t give you anything you need.” 
 For a moment, there was nothing. Part 
of her wondered if this was it, if she had 
finally overstepped herself. Eighteen long 
years with a miserable, sudden end at the 
bottom of Sigma Chi’s greasy staircase. Just 
like Oliver. 
 “Oh, Dorian,” Clarence said, releasing 
her at last. “Oh, Dorian. You’re so naive 
sometimes. It’s like you know nothing at all 
about how the world works.” 
 Dorian frowned, intrigued despite 
herself. “What are you - “ 
 “I’m going to let you in on a little 
secret,” Clarence said, “because we’re such 
good friends. I know you’re a witch, Dorian. 
Don’t waste your breath trying to convince me 
you’re not. And, unlike Oliver, I don’t 
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particularly care who you are or what you do 
as long as my goods are here every Friday.”
 Below, someone was screaming. They had 
finally found Oliver’s body.
 “But I guarantee you that someone out 
there cares,” Clarence continued. “Poor, 
stupid Oliver was right about that. There are 
a hundred cold cases the cops could tie you 
to if I put in a good word. And they wouldn’t 
just send you to prison, Dorian. A witch, 
rotting behind bars? No, they’d want you up 
close and personal. They’d want to take you 
apart over and over again just to find out 
what makes you tick. Now tell me honestly, 
Dorian, is that how you want to spend the 
rest of your miserable life?” 
 She shook her head numbly. “Then you’re 
going to keep selling to me,” Clarence said, 
extending a manicured hand as if they were 
sealing a business deal despite the screams 
still ringing tinnily through the air. His 
smile was caramel and chocolate and cyanide. 
“Aren’t you, Dorian?” 
 What else could she do? She took his 
hand. 
 In the distance, police sirens wailed 
like the laments of a grieving mother, 
utterly inconsolable as she mourned the loss 
of her only son. 
 By the time Dorian unlocked her front 
door, dawn was dripping down the sky like 
leftover paint. 
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 She had work. Of course she had work.  
It was Saturday, a half day, but there would 
still be emails to answer and papers to file 
and an endless barrage of questions, most 
of them sardonic, all of them aimed at her 
like missiles. Already, the hum of traffic 
filled the air: packed minivans rumbling down 
the narrow streets, dodging potholes with 
practiced efficiency. 
 Dorian went to the bathroom, stripped 
off her pants, and held them up to the light. 
Yes, they were ruined - and now they stunk 
of cigarette smoke, too, a byproduct of the 
police car she’d been forced into on the 
way to the station.  And then there had 
been paperwork and crisp bills flat against 
an overcrowded desk, and one or two calls 
to someone Clarence’s dad knew. Dorian had 
curled up in a plastic chair and tried her 
best to doze, but every time she closed her 
eyes was pressing play on the memory of 
Oliver’s death. His flailing arms. The flush of 
betrayal in his dark, stupid eyes. 
Dorian didn’t bother finding new clothes. She 
went straight to the shower and scrubbed 
until her skin was raw and pink. She never 
wanted to go back to Zebulon again.
 But Clarence would make sure she was 
there next Friday, as well as every Friday 
afterwards. Until she bored him. Until 
he discarded her the way boys like that 
discarded girls like her. More than anything, 
she hated being under his thumb like this - 
hated being owned by him. She might as well 
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wear a sparkly collar with his name in 
rhinestones. 
 She reached for a bottle of shampoo and
noticed a couple strands of hair worked 
around her fingers. They were blonde, almost 
artificially so. Dorian’s own hair was dark as 
night and chopped extremely short in order 
to save money on unnecessary products. These 
strands were long and curly. She thought she 
remembered how they had gotten there in the 
first place, although she was impressed they 
had stayed despite the long night. 
 And, most importantly, she knew exactly 
who they belonged to. 
 Very, very carefully, Dorian pulled 
back the shower curtain and stepped into the 
chilly air. She donned a towel as best she 
could with one hand and went straight into 
the kitchen, where her book of recipes was 
still spread-eagled on the granite countertop 
exactly as she had left it last night. Only 
then did she remove Clarence’s hair from her 
hand, laying it across a paper towel. 
 Even the most inexperienced witch could 
tell you that tokens like hair, clothing 
scraps, or even nail clippings - taglocks, 
as they were often called - were a powerful 
thing in magic. They could be used for curses 
or blessings alike, but Dorian thought she 
knew which road she was going to take. 
 She had never tried magic stronger than 
the remedies and concoctions she mixed. It 
was too dangerous, requiring too much energy 
and focus. She had consoled herself before by 
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vowing to wait until the moment she graduated 
college, when she could sleep for more than a 
couple hours a night; when the repercussions 
wouldn’t feel nearly as harsh. 
 But now, she reached for the recipe book 
anyway, flipping it all the way to the back 
and bracing her fingers against the swirling 
ink - a list of curses that was calling 
Clarence’s name. 
 She would die before she belonged to 
Clarence Van Buren - but with a little bit of 
luck, and a whole lot of magic, she wouldn’t 





My Favorite Smell is 
Fire (apologetic ode 
to the flowers I gave 
their third death)
Darby Brown
This morning I burned
dried flowers. An accidental burning
from a candle flame—
cinnamon apple sweet mingled with
lavender, sage, wildflower,
to create the taste of ash.
Three years they have lived
tucked into a mason jar on my desk,
twine still tied around their stems.
How many deaths have they died?
I wonder.
First, the plucking,
being severed from their mother soil.
Then, the drying
(was it excruciating to become eternal?).






How do they feel, entering this fresh stage
of the afterlife?
Having already died twice before,
do they fear death?
Did they twitch away from the flame
when they felt its raw breath?
Or did they sigh into the heat,
like rolling over beneath warm sheets
in the middle of the night.
My favorite smell is fire—no,
the aftermath of fire:
the smoke that billows and the life that 
crumbles into black.
What does this say about me?
What do these flowers think of me?
I never expected these flowers to last.
I’ve wondered
as they stood sentry over my college life,
how much longer their scent will remain?
lavender, sage, wildflower.
Now they smell of flame
and smoke, like so many twigs caught
in the making of a campfire.
I wonder
what have they seen, these dried flowers
that have now died a third death.
Three years of
eyes flitting across thousands of pages,
of fingers clicking at keys,
107
of hair brushing and hair tearing,
of this pen (and the ones that came before 
it)
staining pages with poems like this.
They have seen faces with eyes
and smiles, some of which still appear
above my dried flowers. I wonder
if these flowers remember
the eyes I no longer see.
I removed the candle, but the scent of ruin 
remains,
a stain of soot chars the fingertips of my 
dried flowers.
Though I love the smell of burning, I wonder
when I will again taste
lavender, sage, wildflower,
in the air.







As a child, when the smell of my mother’s 
perfume wafted down the hallway, I knew she 
and my father would be going out soon. I 
grew older and the scent came only in waves, 
becoming fainter and fainter. The smell of 
stale books and dried tears now waft in, and 
I find myself wishing for a spiral staircase 
and a wrap-around porch. My eyes flicker from 
house to house as I walk the streets I grew 
up in, searching, but for what, I don’t know. 
Sand between my teeth, he kissed me. Milkyway 
above, dune grass below. My hand snuck down 
his back and his whole body shuddered. Sand 
slipped into places his tongue would soon 
find. The blanket, left behind, watched the 
stars while our eyes were closed, counting 
how many were shooting, and begging us to 
notice; to use the wishes we didn’t know we 
would need.
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I was raised with candles lighting my Friday 
nights and the smell of potatoes and hot oil 
the entire month of December. I was raised in 
tents in the middle of Wisconsin, swimming 
in a lake with black sand. I learned how to 
match Blundstones with dresses, though never 
how to french braid hair. But I know how to 
stargaze properly, and how to steal toasters 
after dark. I miss the house on top of the 
hill. It provided walls we thought would 
never fall. 
I notice myself floating through the day 
dodging sticky notes and calendar reminders. 
I wake up from 5 a.m. nightmares when I wear 
socks or my retainer. I’m not afraid of the 
dark anymore because I met him under only the 
light of stars that we drunkenly tried to 





Sadness sits in the back of my closet:
An old coat.
And when I have dove deep enough to retrieve 
it from the heaps
I can almost taste its warm embrace.
Fearful anticipation
I slither my arm through the sleeve
Only to see that sadness hugs me too tightly 
around the edges now.
I have outgrown it
It seems. Or maybe
I have replaced it
With a newer, more colorful coat.
One that covers my knees from the cold.
Hadn’t I thrown away this old coat long ago?
This old coat that does not fit me anymore.
That is not a comfort
or a protection.
No
New sadness sits snug around my waist
Lays desperately thick on my chest.
Keep both, I decide.
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enthusiast. National park lover. Eats way too 
much pasta.
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but isn’t sure what her life will look like 
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likes to write.
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Writing, which is where she found her 
interest in the college fine arts. She also 
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After college, she plans on attending medical 
school to become a pathologist.
Ben Brown is Butler University Senior 
studying Psychology from Elmhurst, Illinois. 
He spends most of his time thinking of new 
ways to spend his time. Writing escapes 
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always more.
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Darby Brown is a senior at Butler University. 
She is an honors student with majors in 
English on a Creative Writing track and 
Spanish as well as a history minor. In 
her free time, she enjoys playing piano 
and guitar, cooking, running, reading, 
and drinking way too much coffee. After 
graduation, she plans to continue studying 
creative writing in the UK.
Angelina Butters is a senior at IUPUI and a 
published author on Amazon. After she has 
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rider, and scuba diver. She is a junior at 
Butler University, and she’s double majoring 
in English and Middle/Secondary Education and 
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David Chadburn, born in the Rockies the 
oldest of ten, was the first to leave the 
house, third to marry and have kids, and last 
to grow up. He loves the stuff of science/
science fiction, art, and writing too much. 
He created his first inspired drawing at 
six, awarded drawing at ten, and has since 
continued his passion for visual art to this 
day. As a sophomore, he hasn’t yet declared a 
major at IUPUI.
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Brian Clow is a native of Las Vegas, 
Nevada, and is currently a senior at Butler 
University. He is writing a work of literary 
fiction—a novel detailing the experiences of a 
character who comes to realize that life is 
not without meaning. In his free time, Brian 
can be found reading and writing, playing 
volleyball, or climbing rocks.
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major and Physics minor at Butler University 
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for expression through the visual arts. She 
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Madi Foley is a first-year English and Spanish 
major at Butler University. She’s been 
writing since she was in elementary school 
and she hopes to publish a book someday.
Marina Gill is a Junior at Butler University 
studying pharmacy. As a break from all the 
science, she enjoys creating art with many 
different media.
Katarina Gluek is currently a sophomore at 
Butler University. Her photograph shows the 
beauty that can be seen on a micro-scale 
within nature, in the hope of showing how 
even the smallest species are beautiful and 
should be valued greatly. Also, from this 
photograph, the goal was to enlighten others 
about the beauty so more find a reason to care 
about our environment. 
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Zoe Hanquier is a third-year Creative Writing 
student at IUPUI who enjoys over-committing 
and complaining how tired she is. She’s a 
managing editor for Genesis and hopes to be a 
writer/editor.
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University studying English literature and 
classics. She loves tea, books, and warm 
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University studying Strategic Communications: 
PR and Advertising. Micah is very engaged in 
creative outlets and utilizes art, writing, 
and her clothing brand, asymclothing, to 
express herself. She hopes to find herself in 
Public Relations or Advertising after her 
graduation from Butler University. She enjoys 
photography and videography and finds most 
excitement in doing art or website-building 
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Cecilia Januszewski is a freshman at Butler 
University, where she is double majoring in 
Anthropology and English Creative Writing. In 
the future she hopes to go to graduate school 
for Linguistics. Her previously published 
work includes her short story “Green 
Darkness,” which was published in the Voices 
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Secondary Education and English at Butler 
University who enjoys French press coffee and 
yellow flowers.
Michelle Reed is a junior at Butler 
University. A Psychology and Sociology 
student, she has always had a deep interest 
in writing. Usually more comfortable writing 
in prose, she has begun exploring her poetic 
and artistic side since joining Manuscripts 
and growing into her creative self.
Elliott Robinson is a first-year at Butler 
University who secretly wants to become 
a vampire and stay in college forever. 
They love learning, interpreting their 
own prophetic dreams, and falling asleep 
on public transportation. They hope to 
eventually publish a book series about the 
unfortunate consequences of being a psychic 
teenager, but in the meantime would like to 
attend grad school, visit Tokyo, and meet a 
ghost.
Kat Sandefer is a Junior at Butler University 
studying languages and anthropology. She 
intends to continue writing throughout her 
years at Butler and into graduate school.
Emily Schlorf is a senior English Literature 
and music major at Butler University.
Sierra White is a senior Creative Writing 
Major at Butler University, anxiously 
awaiting May, when she has to become a real 
adult and get a job.
118
M
A
N
U
S
C
R
I
P
T
S
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
S
P
R
I
N
G
 
2
0
2
1
